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At the same time as, in Paris, Lucien Lévy-Bruhl experimented with the concept of “participation,” at Harvard, William James
undertook a parallel trajectory by taking recourse to the notion of “the vague.” For him, vagueness described the fact that reality
is richer than any and all conceptualizations. In light of the ethnographic material provided by contemporary developments in the
ethnography of pharmaceuticals, this paper mobilizes James’s concept of vagueness by reference to Lévy-Bruhl’s participation in
order to develop instruments for capturing ethnographically the complexities of entanglement and emergence in human sociality.
The paper concludes that indeterminacy and underdetermination are doors of entanglement as they both limit and make possible
the constitution of entities in sociality.
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Every species is vague, every term goes cloudy at its edges, and so in my way of thinking, relentless logic is only another name for
stupidity—for a sort of intellectual pig-headedness.
H.G. Wells 1904: 386
At the turn of the twentieth century, in Paris, Lucien
Lévy-Bruhl was experimenting with the concept of “par-
ticipation” in order to respond to the challenges posed to
neo-Kantian received wisdom by the ethnographic ev-
idence that was then emerging concerning how peo-
ple behaved in premodern societies. At much the same
time, at Harvard, as he developed the philosophical un-
derpinnings of his psychology, William James was un-
dertaking a parallel trajectory by taking recourse to the
notion of “the vague.” For him, vagueness described the
fact that reality is richer than any and all conceptuali-
zations (Gavin 1992: 178, also 29). In the philosophy of
logic, “vague” is a technical concept with a very specific
definition (Williamson 1994; Egré 2019). Here, however,
I will depend on the way James defined it. By calling for
an “embrace of the vague,” he was advocating an approach
to the study of human sociality where ambivalence, am-
biguity, equivocation, fuzziness, and gradualism are not
taken to be enemies of thought, but, on the contrary, their
very condition of possibility.
Inspired by the evidence provided by contemporary
developments in the ethnography of pharmaceuticals (e.g.,
Lovell 2006; Sanabria 2016), this paper mobilizes James’s
concept of the vague by reference to Lévy-Bruhl’s par-
ticipation (see Pina-Cabral 2018a) in order to develop
instruments for capturing ethnographically the complex-
ities of entanglement and emergence as enduring features
of human sociality. In adapting the insights of these au-
thors from a century ago to our present theoretical and
empirical concerns, I mean to liberate them from the
background assumptions that cast an aporic shadow over
both Lévy-Bruhl’s “mystical participation” and James’s
“ontological wonder-sickness” (Gavin 1992: 12) and that
manifested themselves in the analytical problems fac-
ing the work on vagueness of a long line of subsequent so-
cial researchers, particularly in the wake of Alfred Schütz
(1943).
Rationality as aporia
Both James and Lévy-Bruhl were faced with the need to
take into account evidence that appeared to be prob-
lematic in the light of received theories of rationality, as
it challenged the modern, supposedly scientific, outlook
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on the world. Their use of the concepts of vagueness and
participation, respectively, was a response to this per-
ceived need. Lévy-Bruhl ([1910] 1951) insisted on the
“mystical” nature of “primitive thought.” But, contrary
to what many of his critics seem to think, this did not
mean he thought “primitives” to be irrational. In their
individual capacity, these people were bound by ratio-
nality as much as anyone else:
As an individual, to the extent that he thinks and acts
independently of his collective representations—so far
as that is possible—a primitive man will feel, consider,
and act most often in the way we would expect him
to. The inferences that he will make will be precisely
those that would seem reasonable to us under the same
circumstances. (Lévy-Bruhl 1951: 79, my translation)
The thought of “primitives,” however, seemed to be
bound by attachments to their collective belongings that
prevented them from being free to engage in logical
thinking, as modern scientists were meant to do. The
presence of the collective in the “individual,” thus, ap-
peared to be inimical to Reason. It is only in 1938, at
the end of his long life, that Lévy-Bruhl finally finds a
path towards reconciling the ethnographic evidence of
participation with the universal human condition (see
Lévy-Bruhl [1949] 1998). Participation, after all, turned
out to be present in all human beings as it was a found-
ing condition for becoming a person.
In turn, William James is quite explicit about the
aporic nature of his struggle with “vagueness” as a gen-
eral feature of humans in the world ([1879/1882] 1905:
63–110): “Existence then will be a brute fact to which
as a whole the emotion of ontological wonder shall right-
fully cleave, but remain eternally unsatisfied” (ibid.: 75).
Ultimately, what was at stake in both cases was the sur-
prising discovery that, although in our daily lives we are
rational in that we aim to fit means to ends, Reason has
clear limits in human life.
In his writings, the American pragmatist philosopher
repeatedly called for “the re-instatement of the vague
and inarticulate to its proper place in our mental life”
(1892: 165). In fact, James’s insistence on the theme
was not at all limited to a comment on the formal nature
of social categories; it carried broader implications about
the nature of the world that confronts humans. He was
pointing to a condition of incompleteness in all human
experience. Indeed, in his study of the American philos-
opher’s lifelong fascination with the theme, William J.
Gavin points out that James “is arguing against certainty,
that is, against the usurping of the privileged position of
center stage once and for all by any formulation of the
universe” (Gavin 1992: 2). As the American philosopher
put it, “an analysis of the world may yield a number
of formulae, all consistent with the facts” (James 1905:
76). In other words, for James, the question has two as-
pects because not only is inarticulateness an inescap-
able condition of human concepts, but vagueness is a fea-
ture of the very world: “wonderfulness or mysteriousness
will be an essential attribute of the nature of things, and
the exhibition and emphasizing of it will continue to
be an ingredient in the philosophic industry of the race”
(1905: 75, my emphasis).
Therefore, to phrase it in a more contemporary lan-
guage, we can take James to be arguing that the perme-
ability of entities implies that metaphysical pluralism is
an unavoidable condition of life.1 Note that we are not
using metaphysical pluralism here as equivalent to what
has been called “ontological pluralism”—which would
imply a plurality of worlds.2 We use it more in line with
what Brian Epstein in his survey of the debates on divi-
nation calls “moderate pragmatic pluralism” (2010: 1077).
The pluralism in question is “metaphysical” to the ex-
tent that it allows for seeing the world as creation—for
a reflexive posture before the world—and it is “plural-
ist” not because there are different worlds but because
no world is ever complete and closed onto itself.
In this regard, Lévy-Bruhl, too, remains puzzled by a
sense that his account of participation cannot, after all,
be limited to an error of thinking by a particular group
of people, since it applies to the world more generally.
His more direct confrontation with metaphysical plu-
ralism is moved by an article published in Paris by Ein-
stein that suggests to him that the problem goes beyond
a mere issue of distinct formes mentales:
1. For a development of the latter concept, see Pina-Cabral
2017: 135–80.
2. The idea of metaphysical pluralism only partly overlaps
with that of “pluriverse” such as, for example, Marisol
de la Cadena and Mario Blaser propose: “heterogeneous
worldings coming together as a political ecology of prac-
tices, negotiating their difficult being together in hetero-
geneity” (2018: 4). The idea of metaphysical pluralism is
not to be parsed into separate “ontologies” since it applies
to emergence and entanglement in general.
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Compared to the rational world of our sciences, the
mythical world is not intelligible, it is imaginary, it
cannot be real: how come then, although it is irrational
(riddled with impossibilities and absurdities), primi-
tive mentality takes it seriously as real? Yet, at the same
time that we search for an answer to this question,
[Einstein inspires us to believe that] the intelligibility of
the rational world is itself unintelligible. Could it just
be a matter of degree—a transfer of the unintelligibil-
ity of the part to the unintelligibility of the world as a
whole? (Lévy-Bruhl 1998 [note dated July 1938]: 48,
my translation)
If looked at in terms of the metaphysics they imply,
the two authors’ attitudes differ not in substance but in
a matter of perspective. James’s concern with pragma-
tism (“futuricity,” as he sometimes calls it) means that
his concept of vagueness favors the coming-to-be an-
gle of approach: human action based on intentions, he
claims, will ever remain vague. By contrast, Lévy-Bruhl’s
insistence on primitiveness as elementariness favors the
angle of “having-become” in the sense that he focuses
on the conditions which lead to a person’s incapacity
to free themselves from attachments. Lévy-Bruhl’s “par-
ticipation,” therefore, must be seen as reflected in James’s
“vagueness,” and vice versa.
For the French philosopher, in 1939, at the end of
his life, participation had come to represent the ambiv-
alent encounter between the singular and the plural in
the formation of the person in the world (Pina-Cabral
2018a: 436), an aspect that the American philosopher
covers explicitly in his call for vagueness. Both authors
were struggling with a theme that was going to be cen-
tral to debates in the social sciences throughout the twen-
tieth century: the question of rationality. Both participa-
tion and vagueness challenged accepted Cartesian notions
of rationality and reasonable behavior.
Over the succeeding century, this theme has repeatedly
emerged in ethnographic analysis as an apparent para-
dox, since it runs counter not only to individualism, but
more broadly to what Karen Barad calls the atomistic
background assumption. By this she means “an entire tra-
dition in the history of Western metaphysics” that as-
sumes “the world is populated with individual things
with their own independent sets of determinate proper-
ties” (Barad 2007: 19). In anthropology, at midcentury,
the aporias surrounding witchcraft as a mode of partic-
ipation were the highpoint of this debate. The locus clas-
sicus of this discussion is, of course, Evans-Pritchard’s
account of Azande witchcraft ([1937] 1976), which was
directly inspired by Lévy-Bruhl (Evans-Pritchard [1934]
1970). Yet, the problem presented itself not only as a
challenge to rationality but also to ethical integrity. The
classical instance in this regard is Julian Pitt-Rivers’s dis-
cussion of the uncertainty of relations in Mediterranean
cultures and, in particular, his development of what he
calls “the paradox of friendship” (2017: 199–210). In so-
ciology, too, the debates concerning rationality and James’s
radical denial of it played a very similar role.
Atomistic minds
Inevitably, as has been the case with Lévy-Bruhl’s par-
ticipation (e.g., Sahlins 2011a, 2011b), we have also re-
cently witnessed a reemergence of discussions bringing
to life again James’s concern with vagueness. For exam-
ple, in discussing how to account for the role of “atmo-
sphere” in ethnographic writing, Mikkel Bille develops
a sophisticated methodological critique of the prone-
ness to stress the clarity of our respondents’ understand-
ing of things and concepts. He argues that not only are
objects dependent on their context, but they are not the
same from different perspectives. Undecidedness, he
stresses, is a constant of everyday encounters. Inspired
by Edwin Ardener, Bille speaks of how the social en-
counters that ethnography describes correspond to “syn-
chronisms of meaning, action and object” (2015: 265;
Ardener 1992, 2007). Arguing in favor of taking vague-
ness seriously as an aspect of sociality, he stresses the
need to focus on the “in-betweenness beyond the col-
lapse of representation-presentation dichotomies” (Bille
2015: 269).
Similarly, in a recent article, Bryan S. Green—a soci-
ology professor at the University of York—argues that
“sociology’s subject-matter, the social, is ontologically
rooted in an essential ambiguity between abstraction
and individuation” (2019: 109) and that it is, therefore,
indispensable to find ways of preserving “the essential
ambiguity of the social rather than having the effect of
negating, dispelling, distorting, misreading, or mistak-
ing it” (2019: 125). In his paper, Green traces how this
is a long-term problem in sociological theory. Behind
Durkheim’s collectivist account of the emergence of the
social ([1912] 1960), he claims, as much as behind Sim-
mel’s individualist account, lays the challenge of irresol-
uble ambiguity.
Unfortunately, in line with his inspiration in the work
of Pierre Bourdieu, Green stops the argument at the
“ambiguity between abstraction and individuation.” Yet,
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in order to account for “knowledge” we have to grasp
the nature of the knower: the entities that produce the
ambiguity. And these are not only vague but also par-
ticipatory. In his argument, Green is unwittingly val-
idating an approach to social life that remains rooted in
a mentalist account—one that assumes a mind/matter
polarity. Such an approach ultimately fails to question the
nature of the subject, implicitly validating a Parsonian
atomistic hegemony. As it happens, this truncated un-
derstanding of James’s argument has a long history that
goes back to the immediate post-World War II period.
Shortly after his arrival in the United States in 1939,
Alfred Schütz published an article where he attempted
to follow up Max Weber’s epistemological suggestions
concerning “ideal types” by integrating them with Wil-
liam James’s critique of rationality. Titled “The prob-
lem of rationality in the social world” (1943), this essay
has become justly famous. Its main argument may be
summarized by the following sentence: “Our knowledge
remains incoherent, our propositions occasional, our
future uncertain, our general situation unstable” (ibid.:
144).
In those days, Talcott Parsons was the great gate-
keeper, playing a similar role in the United States to
that which Durkheim had played in France fifty years
earlier. As a recent refugee from Vienna, Schütz felt ob-
liged to start by acknowledging the big man’s presence.
His paper, therefore, starts with a quote of Parsons, where
the latter declares his positivist theory of rationality: “Ac-
tion is rational in so far as it pursues ends possible within
the conditions of the situation, and by the means which,
among those available to the actor, are intrinsically best
adapted to the end for reasons understandable and ver-
ifiable by positive empirical science” (in Schütz 1943: 130,
my emphasis). But then, curiously, Schütz’s essay evolves
into a rather thorough critique of Parsonian positivism.
His inspiration in James makes sense as, fifty years ear-
lier, the latter’s argument had beenmeant as a vivid chal-
lenge of the kind of positivist assumptions that Parsons
was going to personify at midcentury.
James had argued that, because “none of our expla-
nations are complete” (1905: 67), “rationality [means]
only unimpeded mental function” (ibid.: 75). Thus, he
did not see rationality as a positive quality, but rather
as a feeling (a sentiment) of intellectual accommoda-
tion. Whenever we hope to think of “an absolute datum”
(ibid.: 71), James argued, the idea of a nonentity neces-
sarily imposes itself. Therefore, “absolute existence is
absolute mystery, for its relations with the nothing re-
main unmediated to our understanding” (ibid.: 72). What
this means is that, for James, the very ground of being
is always left uncertain: we will never be able to eradi-
cate “ontological wonder.” Contrary to Parsons, there-
fore, he concludes that rationality (scientific or other-
wise) can never consist of anything but “a feeling of
familiarity” (1905: 77), a kind of fuzzy adjustment to the
world as it presents itself to experience.
Schütz’s paper starts from a notion of experience that
he gathers from Husserl. He contrasts different “levels”
of experience: namely, “the theoretical level” versus “other
levels of our experience of the social world” (1943: 131).
His choice of the term “level” for what we might call
“modes” or “aspects” remains surprising as long as we
fail to understand that he is, in fact, silently proposing
a kind of evolutionary trajectory not unlike Lévy-Bruhl’s
original trajectory from primitivism (as represented by
non-Europeans) to modernity (as represented by scien-
tists). Schütz takes history away from the evolutionary
framework and transforms it into a synchronic map of
the diversity between different modes of approaching
the social: one level rational, others less and less so. He
gives an example of the difference between the cartog-
rapher’s and the common man’s perspective on a city,
where the latter is centered on “home” but the former is
interested in the city “only for the purposes of drawing
a map” (ibid.: 132). Between the two extremes, he places
the foreigner (like himself, recently arrived in Manhat-
tan), who is blessed with the capacity for experiencing
the city’s strangeness but does not formulate it in neu-
tral, purely unengaged, rational formulations.
Schütz’s proposal of a mentalist interpretation of con-
ceptual vagueness remains atomistic, both in that he
naturalizes the individuality of the knower and in that
he merely shifts the focus of concept constitution from
the boundaries of the concept (which are now seen as
permeable and unclear) to the nucleus of the concept
(as he calls it, the “unmodified meaning”): “the concept
of rationality has its native place not at the level of the
every-day conception of the social world, but at the the-
oretical level of the scientific observation of it, and it is
here that it finds its field of methodological application”
(ibid.: 143). Note how, for him, what is at stake in vague-
ness is not, as for James, to do with a feature of the world
nor, as for Lévy-Bruhl, concerning the unitariness of the
person, but rather an “every-day conception of the social
world.”
In this way, Schütz manages to graft the evidence of
vagueness onto the atomistic conception of personhood
that was the order of the day at the end of the Second
World War. He does not differ from Parsons in regard
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to this individualism,3 only in the latter’s interpretation
of how concepts are constituted (e.g., Schütz 1943: 135).
In other words, Schütz takes participation out of vague-
ness, so to speak. But, in James’s account, vagueness had
been a feature of the world at large, not only of our ideas
of it. The intellectual efforts of both James and Lévy-
Bruhl went much further than a mere consideration of
the nature of concept formation: for them, vagueness
revealed to us that participation constantly challenges
boundary setting, and participation revealed that the sin-
gularity of entities is always challenged by vagueness.
Closed in his individualistic and mentalistic concep-
tion of social interaction as based on concepts that do
not correspond to reality (as reality would be precise and
concepts imprecise), Schütz proposes that what the social
sciences do is to create imaginary figures that are closed
off from the world. He interprets James’s metaphysical
pluralism (“his profound theory of the different realities
that we live in at the same time,” 1943: 149) in a relativist
manner. So Weber’s ideal types become “puppets”: “the
scientist replaces the human beings he observes as actors
on the social stage by puppets created by himself and
manipulated by himself ” (ibid.: 143). In short, he con-
cludes that he does not “really know what reality is”
(ibid.: 149) but, even although “the world of both the
natural and the social scientist is neither more or less
real than the world of thought in general” (ibid.: 149),
science is at least useful, it is “performed within a cer-
tain means-ends relation, namely, in order to acquire
knowledge for mastering the world, the real world, not
the one created by the grace of the scientist” (ibid.: 148).
Schütz’s 1943 essay was going to be very influential
in subsequent sociological debates. However, the more
famous example of its influence reads today almost like
a caricature. I have in mind Harold Garfinkel’s essay on
“The rational properties of scientific and common sense
activities” (1967: 262–83). Inspired by Schütz’s original
classification, Garfinkel proposes a list of fourteen forms
of conduct that may be considered rational—he calls
them “the rationalities” (ibid.: 264). He puts these to an
empirical test and he concludes that of the original four-
teen only four constituted “scientific rationalities”: “com-
patibility of ends-means relationship with formal logic”;
“semantic clarity and distinctness”; “clarity and distinct-
ness ‘for its own sake’”; and “compatibility of the def-
inition of a situation with scientific knowledge” (ibid.:
267–68). When Garfinkel asked his student-researchers
to introduce the “scientific rationalities” into experimen-
tal everyday encounters, the results were so disturbing
both for the students and for the subjects that they had
to be discontinued. Garfinkel concludes: “The scientific
rationalities, in fact, occur as stable properties of actions
and as sanctionable ideals only in the case of actions
governed by the attitude of scientific theorizing. By con-
trast, actions governed by the attitude of daily life are
marked by the specific absence of these rationalities ei-
ther as stable properties or as sanctionable ideals” (ibid.:
270).
Garfinkel’s conclusion to his paper, therefore, is fit-
tingly nihilistic: a person’s behavioral environment is
“senseless,” and their system of interaction presents “dis-
organized features” (ibid.: 283). The whole exercise can
be seen as a caricature of what can happen when one
attempts to integrate vagueness into social analysis as a
purely semantic feature, without taking into account its
fuller metaphysical implications. Garfinkel’s account,
together with Schütz’s before him, silently naturalized
both an atomistic conception of persons as individuals
and a mentalist conception of social cognition as sepa-
rate from the world.
To the contrary, both James and Lévy-Bruhl had
shown that to naturalize individual minds is to close one-
self within a vicious circle of representation-presentation.
Their concern with the nature of the knower in the world
allowed them to see that singularity always emerges re-
lationally—always incompletely, permeably, dividedly,
partibly. In conclusion, the lesson we take from con-
trasting these two moments in sociological theorizing is
that we should adopt a conception of the way in which
entities come to behave as entities in sociality where vag-
ueness is the way to describe emergence from the angle
of having emerged, and participation from the angle of
coming to emergence.
No emergence (be it of a person or of an organism)
is a clean launch—like a rocket that is freed from the
world’s atmosphere into the stratosphere never to re-
turn again. Rather, all emergence is a launch within—
like a satellite that circles the earth, being tied in orbit
by the earth’s pull. This means that permeability between
entities is inevitable, both as vagueness in terms of
3. In this regard, I call the reader’s attention to Keith Tribe’s
interesting essay on Parsons’s problematic translations of
Weber and, in particular, to a comparison between
Parsons’s translation of Weber’s text and a contempo-
rary translation. Where Weber refers to “actor or actors,”
Parsons says “the acting individual,” thus implicitly nat-
uralizing and atomizing the person (Tribe 2007: 232).
João PINA-CABRAL 790
determination of limits, and as participation in terms
of superposition with the other entities that surround
it. That is, the emergence of an entity—be it a person or an
organism—involves a relation of entanglement between
the parts that come together and the whole: the parts in-
teract with the whole. As Karen Barad explains, “to be
entangled is not simply to be intertwined with another,
as in the joining of separate entities, but to lack an inde-
pendent, self-contained existence” (2007: ix).
One of the principal effects of atomism as a background
assumption is to favor a view of the relation between
means and ends that assumes that the bearers of ratio-
nality are individual. This casts into shadow the intrin-
sically public nature of all sociality, which is due both to
participation (in that intentionality is always participa-
tory at different levels of belonging) and to vagueness
(in that the immersion of personal sense-making in
complex processes of hegemony mobilizes underdeter-
mination). At no point in spacetime does the singular-
ity of persons (anthropoi) disentangle itself completely
from the immersion in collective forms of life (ethne).
The next section aims to give body to these insights
by means of recent ethnographic evidence.
Moving beyond anthropocentrism
As argued above, behind the individualistic and men-
talist consensus that mostly characterized the second half
of the past century, the paradoxes of rationality never
completely vanished. In social anthropology, Needham’s
Belief, language and experience (1972) was perhaps the
first major sign of the disquiet concerning the midcen-
tury atomistic orthodoxy.4 But Ardener’s poststructural-
ist essays of the same period (e.g., 2007) are also equally
prophetic in their attempt to break epistemological bar-
riers. In the early 2000s, as the mindset characteristic of
Parsonian thinking started to fade in the face of post-
structuralist critique, the insights implicit in the discus-
sion on participation were again brought to the fore, both
in the anthropology of kinship (Sahlins 2011a, 2011b;
Pina-Cabral 2018b) and in the interaction between biol-
ogy and anthropology—namely in the work of phenome-
nologically inspired philosophers such as Shaun Gallagher
(2007, 2015) orEvanThompson (2007) and,more broadly,
in Radical Embodied Cognition (e.g., Chemero 2009;
Hutto and Myin 2013). In this way, participation pre-
sents itself as a universal disposition of humans, being con-
stitutive of persons (see Pina-Cabral 2016), metapersons
(see Pina-Cabral 2019), and supra-personal entities (that
is, broadly speaking, institutions—see Pina-Cabral 2011).
The newmaterial that has been emerging out of fem-
inist-inspired ethnography (e.g., Strathern 2004; Haraway
1989; Barad 2007) encourages us to see that, while the
focus on personal ontogeny remains central to any an-
thropological discussion (Toren 2012), it is advisable to
move beyond an anthropocentric perspective in consid-
ering how limits operate in the emergence of entities—
not only limits between persons but between persons
and other entities in the world (Ingold 2010). As Mauss
had argued in his essay on the gift, “the law of things re-
mains bound up with the law of persons” ( [1923] 1967: 2).
So, we must agree with Strathern’s injunction that, if
we take to heart Mauss’s discovery that the thing given
is personified, then we must realize that persons are also
aspects of things (Strathern 1988). James’s concept of
vagueness, in that it applies both to forms of life and
to life forms (Helmreich 2011), becomes a window into
this complex process, helping us to break radically from
the dichotomous injunctions of semiotic thinking, which
separates form from substance, representation from pre-
sentation, mind from body, signifier from signified. It is
precisely this aspect that contemporary ethnographic ev-
idence is urgently asking us to reconsider.
In Emilia Sanabria’s ethnography of the role of sex
hormones in menstrual suppression in Bahia (NE Brazil)
in the mid-2010s, the ethnographer explores what she
calls the “leakages” between and among entities and sub-
stances—both persons and other aspects of the world
(2016). As she puts it, “as sex hormones circulate glob-
ally, they leak between official and unofficial prescription
regimes, reconfiguring bodies and socialities by circulat-
ing not only through blood, brain, and other body sites
but also through social settings” (2016: 19). This circulation
of substances is a challenge to the limits that demarcate
entities, calling our attention to how the emergence of
live entities in the world (both persons and others) is
4. As a reviewer of this paper commented, another possible
pathway, which for reasons of lack of space I cannot ex-
plore here, might be found in social psychology and, in
particular, in the work of Arnold Gehlen and his “theory
of institutions.” As Peter Berger has commented (Berger
and Kellner 1965), however, and for ethical reasons that
remain on the whole valid, Gehlen’s work never really had
a significant impact beyond Berger’s own influential essay
with Luckmann (Berger and Luckmann 1966). For a cri-
tique of the background assumptions behind their work,
see Pina-Cabral 2011: 488–90.
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always accompanied by a vagueness of borders (what
Palmié 2018 calls “ontological transgression”). The flow
of substances between persons and environment is not
something that happens at the margins of entities (and
particularly of persons), but it is the very mode of their
process of being (Hardon and Sanabria 2017). There is no
moment before this circulation when entities were what
they “really” were. If this kind of “leakage” is inescapable
it is only because it is also a condition of emergence.
A limit (or border) is the point at which an entity un-
couples from the earlier moorings of its parts, the point
at which it shades or snaps into something else. Limits
must be constantly enacted because, while limits draw
out the essences of entities, the ground upon which an
entity arises never vanishes, as it is its very condition of
existence. InWorld: An anthropological examination, tak-
ing recourse to the example set by Saint Anselm’s Onto-
logical Proof, I argued at length why an entity’s beingness
can never be dissociated from its occurrence (Pina-Cabral
2017: 54–55).5 As Helmreich has put it, “life forms and
forms of life not only inform one another (especially af-
ter biopolitics) but the two may be impossible to disen-
tangle” (2011: 693).
Hormone use in contemporary situations provides
us with an excellent case study of this form of border
vagueness. Yet hormones are not only used by persons
who want to affect their own bodies in the course of
processes of self-constitution (as in medical use for men-
strual suppression or for sex change); they were always
in operation as they circulated in people’s bodies, even
before they were pharmacologically identified and syn-
thetically manipulated. But the fact is that hormones
“leak back,” as it were: they are also encountered in the
environment affecting people’s bodies and their mutual
relations. This happens now in that hormones have been
pharmacologically freed from their former contexts of
occurrence, but it has always happened in that hormon-
ally mobilized communications (namely through smell)
have always been a feature of life.
The impact of hormones, however, goes way beyond
communication between organisms. For example, one
morning in the coastal mangrove of Baixo Sul (Bahia,
Brazil), where I was carrying out fieldwork, all of the
crabs died and emerged floating in the calm waters of
the mangrove (Pina-Cabral 2012). It was claimed by the
local NGOs interested in environmental protection that
this happened because the dike of one of the shrimp breed-
ing plants to the north of the town of Valença had breached
and the chemically polluted water spread throughout the
mangrove’s waterways killing the crabs.6 As crabs died,
the economic situation of the fishermen whom I was
studying at the time was severely affected (Pina-Cabral
and Silva 2013). For people on the margin of indigence,
such as this fishing folk living in state-owned mangrove
forests, a sudden reduction in their expected mode of sub-
sistence affects their capacity to support their families,
pushing them to engage in salaried work in the towns,
a form of work that they perceive as a kind of captivity
because it demeans them and takes them away from
their families.
Hormones, therefore, in one kind of circulation, are
a bridge between sex and gender, where the two leak into
each other. But, at the same time, in another area of cir-
culation, they are also a bridge between personhood and
environment, namely in the way in which medical hor-
mone consumption ends up in the environment through
the sewage system and is then found to affect profoundly
humans and the animals they consume: “As sex hor-
mones circulate globally they leak between official and
unofficial prescription regimes, reconfiguring bodies and
socialities by circulating not only through blood, brain,
and other body sites but also through social settings” (San-
abria 2016: 19). Such situations provide us with an excel-
lent example of how leakage is transgressive in that it
does not only affect who people are by relation to each
other, but also who they become by living in a world
where substances circulate: “By calling attention to the
inherent leakiness of pharmaceuticals (which must dis-
solve and be absorbed to be effective) and to their phar-
macokinetics, bodies and their interstices also cease to
appear so skin-bounded. The gut, lungs, skin, and me-
tabolism function, instead, as zones of exchange be-
tween bodies and regulatory, postcolonial, and chemically
5. Marilyn Strathern suggests that, when I propose that es-
sence and existence are interdependent, I am allowing for
the reentry through the back door of the distinction be-
tween “reason” and the “real” (2020: 11–12). This only
appears to be so due to her own relativist inclinations. Con-
trary to her, I am prone to emphasize the realism of one’s
condition in the world. So, ultimately, our disagreement
is more likely to be one of personality than properly one of
outlook.
6. Pollutants in shrimp farming are chemically complex com-
pounds, but they include high doses of hormones—see
Tacon and Nates 2002; Ikhwanuddin et al. 2019.
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saturated environments” (Hardon and Sanabria 2017:
126). This means that we are increasingly impacted by
James’s “ontological wonder-sickness” at the fact that
vagueness is out there, with us, in the world; it is not
merely a matter of classification, as it is now part of the
world’s history (Landecker 2015).
In this way, vagueness is an integral aspect of the cir-
culation of substances more broadly, both between per-
sons and between live beings and the rest of the world.
Social science discourse, however, is prone to empha-
size the first aspect at the expense of the second. Yet,
for example, when we agree with Shaun Gallagher’s ob-
servation that “our attention to objects changes when
others are present” (2009: 302), we are at risk both of
emphasizing unduly cognitive aspects at the expense
of action, and of being anthropocentric in naturalizing
the background scene of an adult person in conscious
cognition. This is a problem because we have come to
find that perception itself “alters its meaning as a result
of social coordination” (De Jaegher and Di Paolo 2007:
16, fn2). Vagueness and participation combine in that
they are both aspects of participatory sense-making, that
is, “the coordination of intentional activity in interac-
tion, whereby individual sense-making processes are af-
fected and new domains of social sense-making can be
generated that were not available to each individual on
her own” (ibid.: 8). Perception as participatory sense-
making is not only mentalistic (as representation), it is
out there in the interaction between persons (in their sin-
gularity, their plurality, and their multiplicity) and the
world. In conclusion, we must not revert to a subject-
object dichotomy: while our response to a person is dif-
ferent from our response to an animal, a plant, or a stone,
the fact is that there is emergence, participation, and
vagueness in the world beyond humans.7
Sanabria’s take on leakage is inspired by the earlier
work of Anne M. Lovell on the use of synthetic opiates
in France in the late 1990s. HDB (buprenorphine) was
being used in France for the treatment of problematic
opiate use, namely heroin addiction, and had become a
major source of revenue to legal pharmaceutical firms,
which received considerable government subsidies for
developing it. At the same time, in South Asia, HDB was
being used as a regular drug of addiction. Lovell observes
that:
These two global addiction markets are joined through
the process of pharmaceutical leakage, the movement
of an addiction pharmaceutical from the site that legit-
imizes it (the treatment context, in which its commodity
status is downplayed before its status as a pharmaceu-
tical or a medicine . . .) to an informal, illicit network
(the drug economy, where it morphs into a symboli-
cally charged “dirty” commodity that escapes market
and state regulatory mechanism). . . . pharmaceutical
leakage and diversion mark the secret life of addiction
pharmaceuticals. (Lovell 2006: 138)
HDB, as it was being used in France then, provides us
with a useful example of how a single substance turns
out to have two lives—it leaks from one sector to an-
other, from licit to illicit use (2006: 156)—and as it leaks
between contexts of use, it becomes a different sub-
stance, in that it provides different experiences to dif-
ferent people in different circumstances.
In her ethnographic monograph on regimes of men-
strual suppression in Bahia, Sanabria carries these ideas
one step further by showing how sex hormones function
as affordances, becoming constitutive of fields beyond
their original settings (2016: 188). In her ethnography,
she follows these substances across their trajectories of
“medical nomadism” (ibid.: 156). Hormones affect sex
according to gender identities and affect gender by pro-
viding new sexual affordances. In the process, much in
the same way that pollutants (including high doses of
hormones) in the waters of the mangroves were forc-
ing fishermen to engage in oppressive work regimes,
so in the case of menstrual suppression, hormones were
part of a change in modes of body management in re-
lation to work and sexual availability both for middle-
class and for lower-class women, but in different ways.
The leakage is between regimes of use of objects. But,
as these objects become part of people, they revert to
their condition as “things”—that is, they come to partic-
ipate intimately in the persons at stake. In this way, they
constitute margins of vagueness making transformation
possible.
In sum, when we conjoin participation with vagueness,
we are not only dealing with the nature of the emer-
gence of entities in the world but with the fact that world-
ing is a process of emergence. Long ago, in his time-setting
essay concerning the circulation of substances as a back-
ground to Indian cosmovisions, McKim Marriott taught
us that leakage is what happens when substances circu-
late between dividual entities (1976). Entities participate
due to the leakage of the substances that constitute them.
7. Accounts by ethologists of tracking animals and being
tracked by them make this point very strongly; see, e.g.,
Morizot 2018: 128–36.
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But the process of leakage is part of the entanglement out
of which entities emerge—they emerge in a process of sin-
gularization that always remains, we have come to learn,
incomplete, that is, vague. At different scales, this applies
both to the emergence of a person, when it comes to self-
reflection through the use of language, and to the emer-
gence of an organism, when it comes to constitute its
boundaries by relation to its biological environment. Emer-
gence, therefore, can never involve a radical launch from
its launch pad, as it were, since emergence occurs from
within entanglement—that is, through a process in which
the parts come to interact with the whole. As such, emer-
gence can never be rid of leakage,8 because the entity’s
very existence as an entity is dependent on the back-
ground upon which it arose.
From the perspective of the entity that is coming to
emergence, leakage presents itself as participation. At
the end of his life, Lévy-Bruhl came to see this, when he
finally observed that participation is not something that
happens to persons that are already constituted, since
they would not have been constituted at all without
participation.
Participation is not simply a mysterious and inexpli-
cable fusion between beings who lose and keep at the
same time their identity. It enters into the constitution
of these same beings. Without participation they would
not have been a given of their own experience: they
would not have existed. . . . Participation, therefore,
is immanent to the individual as he owes what he is
to it. (Lévy-Bruhl 1998: 250)
Yet, on the other hand, from the perspective of the
already constituted entity, leakage presents itself as vague-
ness, that is, as an incapacity to determine fully the en-
tity’s boundaries. Thus, leakage, too, is double: on the
one hand, part of one body goes into another; on the
other hand, there is a feedback effect by means of which
the part interacts with the whole. This kind of “leakage,”
as such studies call it, deserves our attention here be-
cause it helps us to overcome the mentalistic and atom-
istic dispositions that remain to this day as background
assumptions to social scientific debate and that so hin-
dered the midcentury understanding of James’s argu-
ment by people like Schütz and Garfinkel.
Today, therefore, we are encouraged to move be-
yond the assumed atomistic reduction and to work
fully with entanglement, that is, with the notion that
“entities do not pre-exist their involvement,” that they
emerge through relationality (Kirby 2011: 76).9 To do this,
however, involves necessarily engaging both in transdis-
ciplinarity and in some level of idiosyncrasy—a transgres-
sion for which both James and Lévy-Bruhl paid dearly.
While both of these dispositions are normally highly
praised, they are very seldom actually encouraged by those
who police scientific fashion.
Doors of entanglement
Ambiguity in communication cannot be the only mode
of vagueness in social life, for if it were, we would be
closed within a semiotic circle, and we would turn “the
origin of social facts” into a source of mystery—a divine
or societal fiat. Durkheim’s initial concept of “collec-
tive representations” was precisely aimed at bridging that
paradox. However, once we abandoned a representation-
ist psychology, the bridge he erected crumbled under-
neath our feet (see Pina-Cabral 2017). Sociological ap-
proaches inspired by Schütz, based on a notion of the
“essential ambiguity of the social,” turned out to be in-
sufficient. Bourdieu’s formulation of habitus does help
us to some extent travelling along this road, but it too is
insufficient—as Green himself acknowledges, “habitus
is too heavily loaded with objectivist meaning” (2019:
129). In line with what contemporary (nonprimitivist)
ethnography so clearly reveals, we must move to a model
of personal ontogeny that is not atomistic and that roots
all human thought in the processes of constitution of the
organism-person (Ingold 1991).
Meaning (in the sense of sense-making) is a process
that occurs to singular organisms but that connects each
8. Elizabeth Roberts offers “porous” or “permeable” as al-
ternatives, arguing quite usefully that “different penetra-
tions produce different effects” (2017: 597).
9. The main idea that Karen Barad attempts to capture with
her concept of “intra-action”: “The neologism ‘intra-action’
signifies the mutual constitution of entangled agencies. That
is, in contrast to the usual ‘interaction,’ which assumes that
there are separate individual agencies that precede their in-
teraction, the notion of intra-action recognizes that distinct
agencies do not precede, but rather emerge through, their
intra-action. It is important to note that the ‘distinct’ agen-
cies are only distinct in a relational, not an absolute, sense,
that is, agencies are only distinct in relation to their mu-
tual entanglement; they don’t exist as individual elements”
(Barad 2007: 33).
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one of them to a social existence that precedes that organ-
ism. Over the past decades, studies of cognition have re-
vealed that humans engage essentially in two kinds of
sense-making: on the one hand, “basic mind,” associ-
ated with primary intersubjectivity, is intentional and is
shared with other species (Hutto and Myin 2013); on
the other hand, “scaffolded mind,” which is associated
with secondary intersubjectivity (Trevarthen 1998), is
propositional and dependent on language use. The lat-
ter arises from within the former in early personal on-
togeny and never moves beyond the constitutive ground
of intersubjectivity (Toren 2012). In any case, the theory
that meaning is normative and that it is, therefore, not
open to naturalist explanation does not stand up to se-
rious scrutiny (see Anandi Hattiangadi’s convincing dem-
onstration, 2006).
James’s vagueness challenges us beyond the mere
level of meaning, therefore, since it is anterior to mean-
ing—it lies in the very process of emergence of the bear-
ers of meaning (persons as well as all other live entities).
All social acts of communication are acts and, to that
extent, they have to be seen as gestures engaged by the
communicator in interaction with the world—there is
no knowledge that dispenses of the knower. This means
that we have to account for the emergence of the thinker
within sociality—that is, the emergence of entities that
are both singular and collective, which leads us back to
participation as a condition of being. Vagueness re-
mains paradoxical for as long as it is kept distinct from
participation.
An ethnographic theory that aims to bypass primi-
tivist assumptions must account for how entities arise
in human sociality within entanglement and never be-
yond it (Kirby 2011). As Hardon and Sanabria put it,
we must “attend to things-in-themselves without desutur-
ing them from the practices and social dynamics within
which objects come into being and through which they
are made meaningful” (2017: 126). In this regard, space-
time and matter have to be seen as aspects of sociality,
not as essential conditions of the world—this would seem
to be the lesson to take from Barad’s reading of Bohr’s
theories of quantummechanics (2007). This paper argues
that, once we mobilize vagueness and participation to-
gether as conditions of human experience, we can out-
line two “doors of entanglement.”
The first is the door of indeterminacy: vagueness is
the condition of that which always remains indetermi-
nate—its boundaries unclear, its entanglement with the
environing world never ultimately resolved or severed,
and its causes always either insufficient or excessive. I
take recourse here to Davidson’s notion of “interpretive
charity” (2001) which grounds human communication
not on the sharing of equal items of meaning, but on
the best approximation of ultimately indeterminate acts
of sense-making.10 The important aspect is that mean-
ing is not only indeterminate between persons, who un-
derstand each other always approximately, but it is also
indeterminate within each one of us. Each one of us has
become a person in ontogeny to the extent that we have
transcended our own condition and achieved, through
language, propositional thinking. The kind of second-
ary intersubjectivity that characterizes adult humans is
dependent on personal transcendence and can only be
achieved in company. This means that indeterminacy is
as much a condition of interpersonal communication as
it is of intrapersonal cogitation. In short, that which Hei-
degger calls Das Man (the public aspect of life) is both
beyond and within personhood (1962: 165). As ethno-
graphic practitioners, we should learn to avoid all-or-
nothing arguments (Pina-Cabral 2009) and we should
focus on borders as constitutive (as, in fact, Barth dem-
onstrated so long ago, 1969).
However, the matter cannot be exhausted in this way,
as the example of hormone leakage so clearly highlighted.
Vagueness, both in the sense of permeability of borders
and of ultimate indeterminacy of causation, is a charac-
teristic of life in general and perhaps even, if we are to
trust quantummechanics, of the cosmos as a whole (Wendt
2015; Kirby 2011). Vagueness, therefore, is the very con-
dition of the means-ends approximation that defines
rational action in the world. Human action in the world
is always characterized by stochastic forms of dynamic
encounter, as Gregory Bateson insisted so long ago (Bat-
eson 1979: 245). To simplify, sociality is anterior to com-
munication because each communicating entity only exists
to the extent that an other created it. The communicating
entity emerges from within the process of communica-
tion through processes of triangulation—emergence in-
teracts with its background of constitution, it does not
cancel it out. In that sense, “charity” is not a choice but
a condition. Ethics—that is, the experience of being bound
by coresponsibility with the entities that surround us—
is the very motor of interpretive charity that allows for
10. I have developed this argument at length elsewhere; see
Pina-Cabral 2013 and 2017.
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live beings to communicate and to interact teleologically
with the world (Pina-Cabral 2020).
The second is the door of underdetermination. Again,
much like vagueness, when participation was initially
identified as a feature of human sociality, it presented
itself as paradoxical. From within an atomistic world-
view, when Lévy-Bruhl first hit on the evidence of its oc-
currence, it promised to breach the boundaries of enti-
ties. Thus, at first, participation seemed to be inimical to
rationality. This is the aporia that drove Lévy-Bruhl’s life-
long enquiry, but it also challenged Evans-Pritchard when
he wrote his Azande ethnography, and equally fascinated
Husserl as he formulated his phenomenology. However,
if approached in parallel with vagueness as an aspect of
metaphysical pluralism, participation need no longer chal-
lenge rationality. Rather, it can be seen as describing the
mode of emergence of live entities from within entangle-
ment. On the one hand, it describes the observation that
humans are always to some extent superimposed on other
humans and on other aspects of the world; but, on the
other hand, it reveals how, once achieved, the singular-
ity of an entity is never completely reducible.
Participation accounts for the intrinsic fuzziness of
the modes of constitution of the social. In sociality, emer-
gence occurs stochastically by the delineation of ever-
approximate scales (Bateson 1979: 245; Pina-Cabral 2017:
81–95), but it never comes to absolute completion because
it never dispenses with its ground of emergence. The very
constitution of live entities depends on a kind of scalar in-
teraction “betweenwholes and the types of things that are
its constituents” (J. Hattiangadi 2005: 85). In the case of
persons, too, scalar approximation reimposes itself all the
time, since the “I” and the “we” are permutable and inter-
act at different scales (Strathern 1988: 13–14; Pina-Cabral
2017: 112). Participation, therefore, is not only character-
istic of human interactions but it is inherent in all the
operations of all live beings—it is a feature of intention-
ality. Participation is an aspect of all live entities to the ex-
tent that the processes of mirroring that characterize life
as a form of stasis are always incomplete, since entropy
can never be completely eradicated from life (Pross 2012).
As Jagdish Hattiangadi put it, “beings are merely sta-
ble things, and since things can be stable at different lev-
els of organization and still interact with other levels, all
of them are equally real, and none is primary in a meta-
physical or atemporal sense” (2005: 98). Live entities are
non-wellfounded sets, where the parts interact with the
whole (Moss 2014). In other words, the process of emer-
gence involves a dynamic where scale shifting combines
with symmetry in order to constitute singularities (that
is, durable states, entities) that, to the extent that they
are bounded, are self-referential. This suggests that time
has come for us to revisit anthropology’s rich heritage
of structural methods of analysis. By giving up on atom-
ism, we can start to work again on a mitigated (under-
determined) form of structuralist analysis.
Finally, if we prolong our metaphor a little, these
two doors of entanglement appear as swing doors, to
the extent that they allow movement in both directions.
In terms of indeterminacy, vagueness and participation
are limitative in that they permit of no absolute deter-
mination: entities will ever have fuzzy boundaries and
will ever coexist in superimposition. In terms of under-
determination, however, vagueness and participation are
revealed to be constitutive in that they are conditions
for the emergence of entities whose singularity, in that it
is emergent, always remains underdetermined.
To conclude, if the above claims are valid, William
James’s insight has not only been fully vindicated, but
it allows us to move significantly beyond the terms of
his own position, without for all that having to invali-
date it—ours would be a kind of neopragmatism (see
Haugeland 1990). The world of humans is foundation-
ally vague both in that it is indeterminate and in that it
is underdetermined; and it remains so to the end. As Lévy-
Bruhl discovered, logical, conscious, propositional think-
ing guided by Aristotle’s laws of contradiction is not the
ultimate seat of thought (Pina-Cabral 2018a). We must
cast off that modernist myth, as we have had to cast off
so many others. Rather, logical thought is one among
other ways of engaging the world and, at best, it is a tech-
nically limited condition that cannot in any way account
for anyone’s thinking—not even the thinking of those
who, like me at this moment, struggle to “make sense”
and, all too often, are only capable of doing so in limited
ways.
Acknowledgments
I want to thank all those who helped me bring these arguments
together into a narrative. In particular, Joan Bestard Camps,
Stephan Palmié, Emilia Sanabria, and Ann MacLarnon whose
insistence on life started me on this path. Finally, my students
in the module on “Theoretical perspectives in social anthropol-
ogy” at the School of Anthropology and Conservation of the
University of Kent were perhaps my greatest motivation to
dig into the history of this argument.
João PINA-CABRAL 796
References
Ardener, Edwin. 1992. “Ritual og socialt rum.” Tidsskriftet
Antropologi 25: 23–28.
———. 2007. “Comprehending others.” In The voice of proph-
ecy and other essays, 159–85. Oxford: Berghahn.
Barad, Karen. 2007. Meeting the universe halfway: Quantum
physics and the entanglement of matter and meaning.
Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
Barth, Fredrik, ed. 1969. Ethnic groups and boundaries. The
social organization of culture difference. Boston: Little,
Brown & Co.
Bateson, Gregory. 1979.Mind and nature: A necessary unity.
New York: Dutton.
Berger, Peter L., and Hansfried Kellner. 1965. “Arnold
Gehlen and the theory of institutions.” Social Research
32 (1): 110–15.
Berger, Peter L., and Thomas Luckmann. 1966. The social
construction of reality. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books.
Bille, Mikkel. 2015. “Hazy worlds: Atmospheric ontologies in
Denmark.” Anthropological Theory 15 (3): 257–74.
Chemero, Anthony. 2009. Radical embodied cognitive sci-
ence. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Davidson, Donald. 2001. Subjective, intersubjective, objective.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.
De Jaegher, Hanne, and Ezequiel Di Paolo. 2007. “Participa-
tory sense-making: An enactive approach to social cogni-
tion.” Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences 6 (4):
485–507.
De la Cadena, Marisol, and Mario Blaser, eds. 2018. A world
of many worlds. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
Durkheim, Émile. 1960 (1912). Les formes élémentaires de la
vie religieuse. Paris: PUF. Quadrige.
Egré, Paul. 2019. Qu’est-ce que le vague? Paris: Vrin.
Epstein, Brian. 2010. “The diviner and the scientist: Revisit-
ing the question of alternative standards of rationality.”
Journal of the American Academy of Religion 78 (4): 1048–
86.
Evans-Pritchard. Edward E. 1970 (1934). “Lévy-Bruhl’s the-
ory of primitive mentality.” Journal of the Anthropological
Society of Oxford 1 (2): 39–60.
———. 1976 (1937). Witchcraft, oracles and magic among
the Azande. Abbreviated edition. Edited by Eva Gillies.
Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Gallagher, Shaun. 2007. “The shadow of the transcendental:
Social cognition in Merleau-Ponty and cognitive science.”
In Corporeity and Affectivity. Proceedings of the confer-
ence on Merleau-Ponty at 100, edited by Karel Novotny.
Prague: Brill.
———. 2009. “Two problems of intersubjectivity.” Journal
of Consciousness Studies 16 (6–8): 289–308.
———. 2015. “The new hybrids: Continuing debates on so-
cial perception.” Consciousness and Cognition 36: 452–65.
Garfinkel, Harold. 1967. Studies in ethnomethodology. Engle-
wood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.
Gavin, William J. 1992.William James and the reinstatement
of the vague. Philadelphia: Temple University Press.
Green, Bryan S. 2019. “The essential ambiguity of the so-
cial.” Philosophy of the Social Sciences 49 (2): 108–36.
Haraway, Donna. 1989. Primate visions: Gender, race and
nature in the world of modern science. New York: Routledge.
Hardon, Anita, and Emilia Sanabria. 2017. “Fluid drugs: Re-
visiting the anthropology of pharmaceuticals.” Annual
Review of Anthropology 46: 117–32.
Hattiangadi, Anandi. 2006. “Is meaning normative?” Mind
and Language 21 (2): 220–40.
Hattiangadi, Jagdish. 2005. “The emergence of minds in
space and time.” In The mind as a scientific object: Be-
tween brain and culture, edited by Christina E. Erneling
and David Martel Johnson, 79–100. Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press.
Haugeland, John. 1990. “The intentionality all-stars.” Philo-
sophical Perspectives 4: 383–427.
Heidegger, Martin. 1962. Being and time. Translated by John
Macquarrie and Edward S. Robinson. Oxford: Blackwell.
Helmreich, Stefan. 2011. “What was life? Answers from three
limit biologies.” Critical Inquiry 37 (4): 671–96.
Hutto, Daniel, and Erik Myin. 2013. Radicalizing enacti-
vism: Basic minds without content. Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press.
Ikhwanuddin, Mhd, Hafiz Bahar, Hongyu Ma, and Hidaya
Manan. 2019. “Effect of estrogen hormone, 17b-estradiol
on feminization of banana shrimp, Penaeus merguiensis
(de Man, 1888) postlarvae and the identification of the
age of external sex differentiation.” Aquaculture Reports
13: 1–8.
Ingold, Tim. 1991. “Becoming persons: Consciousness and
sociality in human evolution.” Cultural Dynamics 4 (3):
355–78.
797 ON EMBRACING THE VAGUE
———. 2010. “Bringing things to life: Creative entangle-
ments in a world of materials.” Working Paper #15, NCRM
Working Paper Series. Manchester: ESRCNational Centre
for Research Methods. http://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/1306/1
/0510_creative_entanglements.pdf Last accessed 20 March
2020.
James, William. 1892. Psychology: Briefer course. New York:
Henry Holt and Co.
———. 1905 (1879/1882). The sentiment of rationality. (Re-
printed from The will to believe, and other essays in popu-
lar philosophy). London: Longmans, Green and Co.
Kirby, Vicky. 2011. Quantum anthropologies: Life at large.
Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
Landecker, Hanna. 2015. “Antibiotic resistance and the biol-
ogy of history.” Body & Society 22 (4): 19–52.
Lévy-Bruhl, Lucien. 1951 (1910). Les fonctions mentales dans
les sociétés inférieures. Paris: PUF.
———. 1998 (1949). Les carnets de Lucien Lévy-Bruhl. Ed-
ited by Bruno Karsenti. Paris: PUF.
Lovell, Anne. 2006. “Addiction markets: The case of high-
dose buprenorphine in France.” In Global pharmaceuti-
cals: Ethics, markets, practices, edited by Adriana Petryna,
Andrew Lakoff, and Arthur Kleinman, 136–70. Durham,
NC: Duke University Press.
Marriott, McKim. 1976. “Hindu transactions: Diversity with-
out dualism.” In Transaction and meaning: Directions in
the anthropology of exchange and symbolic behavior, edited
by Bruce Kapferer, 109–42. London: Institute for the Study
of Human Issues.
Mauss, Marcel. 1967 (1923). The gift. Translated by Ian
Cunnison. NY: Norton & Co.
Morizot, Baptiste. 2018. Sur la piste animale. Paris: Actes
Sud.
Moss, Lawrence S. 2014. “Non-wellfounded set theory.” The
Stanford encyclopedia of philosophy (Winter edition), ed-
ited by Edward N. Zalta. http://plato.stanford.edu/archives
/win2014/entries/nonwellfounded-set-theory/.
Needham, Rodney. 1972. Belief, language, and experience.
Oxford: Basil Blackwell.
Palmié, Stephan. 2018. “When is a thing? Transduction and
immediacy in Afro-Cuban ritual in Matanzas, Cuba, Sum-
mer of 1948.” Comparative Studies in Society and History
60 (4): 786–809.
Pina-Cabral, João. 2009. “The all-or-nothing syndrome and
the human condition.” Social Analysis 53 (2): 163–76.
———. 2011. “Afterword: What is an institution?” Social
Anthropology/Anthropologie Sociale 19 (4): 477–94.
———. 2012. Dugout canoes in Bahia: An essay in ergology.
Photographs by Monica Chan, bilingual edition, CD-
Rom. Lisbon: Institute of Social Sciences.
———. 2013. “Albinos don’t die: Belief and ethnicity in Mo-
zambique.” In Philosophy and anthropology, edited by
Ananta Giri and John Clammer, 305–21. London: An-
them Press.
———. 2016. “Brazilian serialities. Personhood and radical
embodied cognition.” Current Anthropology 57 (3): 247–
68.
———. 2017.World. An anthropological examination. Mal-
inowski Prize Monograph 1. Chicago: HAU Books.
———. 2018a. “Modes of participation.” Anthropological
Theory 18 (4): 435–55.
———. 2018b. “Filiation as a crossroads.” Anthropology To-
day 34 (2): 5–8.
———. 2019. “My mother or father: Person, metaperson,
and transcendence in ethnographic theory.” Journal of the
Royal Anthropological Institute 25 (2): 303–23.
———. 2020. “When ethics runs counter to morals.” HAU:
Journal of Ethnographic Theory 10 (1): 50–53.
Pina-Cabral, João, and Vanda Aparecida da Silva. 2013.
Gente livre: Consideração e pessoa no Baixo Sul da Bahia.
São Paulo: Terceiro Nome.
Pitt-Rivers, Julian. 2017. From hospitality to grace. A Julian
Pitt-Rivers omnibus, edited by Giovanni da Col and An-
drew Shryock. Chicago: HAU Books.
Pross, Andy. 2012. What is life? How chemistry becomes bi-
ology. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Roberts, Elizabeth F.S. 2017. “What gets inside: Violent en-
tanglements and toxic boundaries in Mexico City.” Cul-
tural Anthropology 32 (4): 592–61.
Sahlins, Marshall. 2011a. “What is kinship (part one).” Jour-
nal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 17 (1): 2–19.
———. 2011b. “What is kinship (part two).” Journal of the
Royal Anthropological Institute 17 (2): 227–42.
Sanabria, Emilia. 2016. Plastic bodies. Sex hormones and
menstrual suppression in Brazil. Durham, NC: Duke Uni-
versity Press.
Schütz, Alfred. 1943. “The problem of rationality in the so-
cial world.” Economica n.s. 10 (38): 130–49.
João PINA-CABRAL 798
Strathern, Marilyn. 1988. The gender of the gift: Problems with
women and problems with society in Melanesia. Berkeley:
University of California Press.
———. 2004. Partial connections. London: Rowman AltaMira.
———. 2020. Relations: An anthropological account. Dur-
ham, NC: Duke University Press.
Tacon, Albert G.J., and Sergio F. Nates. 2002. “Role of hor-






for%20molting. Last accessed 16 August 2020.
Thompson, Evan. 2007. “Look again: Phenomenology and
mental imagery.” Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sci-
ences 6 (1–2): 137–70.
Toren, Christina. 2012. “Imagining the world that warrants
our imagination—the revelation of ontogeny.” Cambridge
Anthropology 30 (1): 64–79.
Trevarthen, Colwyn. 1998. “The concept and foundations of
infant intersubjectivity.” In Intersubjective communication
and emotion in early ontogeny, edited by Stein Bråten, 15–
46. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Tribe, Keith. 2007. “Talcott Parsons as translator of Max
Weber’s basic sociological categories.” History of European
Ideas 33: 212–33.
Wells, H. G. 1904. “Scepticism of the instrument.” Mind n.s.
13 (51): 379–93.
Wendt, Alexander. 2015. Quantum mind and social science:
Unifying physical and social ontology. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press.
Williamson, Timothy. 1994. Vagueness. London: Routledge.
João PINA-CABRAL is Research Professor at the Institute of Social Sciences of the University of Lisbon (Portugal) and
Emeritus Professor of Social Anthropology at the School of Anthropology and Conservation of the University of
Kent (UK). He was cofounder and President of the Portuguese Association of Anthropology and of the European
Association of Social Anthropologists. His work has dealt with the relationship between symbolic thought and social
power; personhood and the family; ethnicity in postcolonial contexts; and ethnographic theory. He has carried out
fieldwork in Portugal, southern China (Macau), and northeast Brazil (Bahia). His books include Sons of Adam,
daughters of Eve (Clarendon Press, 1986); Between China and Europe: Person, culture and emotion in Macau (Berg,
2002), Gente livre (Terceiro Nome, 2013) with Vanda Aparecida da Silva, andWorld: An anthropological examination
(HAU Books, 2017).
João Pina-Cabral
Institute of Social Sciences
University of Lisbon




799 ON EMBRACING THE VAGUE
